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III.
REVIEW ESSAY
LIFE-SA YING DIPLOMACY
by
Tadeusz Debski

Leo Schelbert, ed., Switzerland Under Siege 1939-1945: A Neutral Nation's
Struggle for Survival. Rockport, Maine: Picton Press, 2000.
Theo Tschuy, Dangerous Diplomacy. The Story of Carl Lutz, Rescuer of
62,000 Hungarian Jews. Grand Rapids, Michigan: William B. Eerdmans,
2000.
David Kranzler, The Man Who Stopped the Trains to Auschwitz: George
Mante/lo, El Salvador, and Switzerland's Finest Hour. Religion, Theology,
and the Holocaust Series, Alan L. Berger, ed. Syracuse, New York: Syracuse
University Press, 2000.
For many years Americans regarded Switzerland as a little nice country, a
land of colorful, brave, and honest mountaineers who enjoyed their peace and
neutrality. But at the end of the past century this image changed. The press
depicted the Swiss as cold-eyed moneygrubbers, crafty gnomes from Zurich
or Geneva whose god was money and whose behavior during the Second War
was rather ugly. Now it is time to take another look at Switzerland in war
time.
Its situation was very precarious, especially after the fall of France. Fully
enclosed by the totalitarian neighbors Switzerland had to maneuver smartly
between the Axis and the Allies. Many Swiss were brought up in the circle of
German culture. They had a kind of fraternal feelings toward Germans. But
they hated tyranny in any form, including totalitarianism. Switzerland, the
oldest well-organized and stable democracy in Europe, often fighting for its
freedom, could not sympathize with the Nazis or Italian Fascists.
But the danger of totalitarianism grew. Twenty years after the First World
War and after the fall of musty old political structures the peoples of Europe
became angrily disenchanted. The great expectations of brighter future
vanished. The bitter economic crisis made everybody poorer. The leaders of
nations, born and raised in the nineteenth century, governed ineffectively
while the twentieth century marched on. The not so new but freshly polished
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ideologies of extreme right and left, promising better future, won many
followers in most countries.
The new ideologues were excellent propagandists. I remember still how I
compared shortly before the war the schoolbook of German language printed
in 1934 with that from 1939, The old one was kind of gray and very boring,
teaching about things which did not interest the school children. The new,
printed on a much better paper, full of good illustrations, talking about young
modem people, had much more influence on young minds. For adults there
were splendid shows, manifestations, demonstrations full of movement, bright
lights and hypnotic noise. Switzerland had to defend itself on the inner front
from the rosy promises of the totalitarian trends.
Switzerland Under Siege helps to see this country as it really was at the
time of the Second World War. Leo Schelbert, a professor of history at the
University of Illinois at Chicago gathered several concise but substantive
articles by competent authors on Switzerland's response to the dangers of war
(part one) and to challenges of neutrality (part two). Anybody interested in
those subjects should read this well documented short anthology. Perhaps the
most striking article in the first part is "The Threat of Three Totalitarianisms:
The Swiss Response" by Jiirg Stiissi-Lauterburg, a historian who describes the
extremely dangerous situation of Switzerland. The country was surrounded on
all sides (after the French debacle) by the totalitarian powers which had ready
plans to dismember ft. The maps of German and Italian plans to conquer
Switzerland and the Swiss plans of defense are included; they are fascinating.
This democratic little country was a thorn in the side of Germany and a
tempting morsel to Italy.
Adolf Hitler hated the Swiss and wanted to annex their country. StiissiLauterburg quotes from the official record of the meeting of Hitler with
Mussolini at the Brenner Pass on June 2, 1941: "The Fuhrer called
Switzerland the most vile and the most miserable people and state. He called
the Swiss deadly enemies of the New Germany ... They were openly against
the Reich because by separating from the fated community of the German
people, they had hitherto hoped to make a better deal." The Swiss angered
Hitler in still another way; they called the Germans Schwoben (Swabians), a
pejorative word in Switzerland; interestingly, some nations in eastern Europe
used the same word in equally disparaging way. Hitler would gladly send his
troops to conquer Switzerland but there were always more important things to
do. 1 Mussolini wanted just the Italian-speaking cantons; he would have left

1 By the way Hitler was not the first would-be modem conqueror of Switzerland. There were
others. The great master of history Leopold von Ranke, generally evenhanded as a historian
but ratherjingoistic Prussian in his private life, wrote to the Emperor's Minister suggesting
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the rest of Switzerland in peace. Perhaps having a common border with the
stronger partner did not appeal to him.
Of course the Swiss armed themselves as well as they could and made
their own defense plans. Their army knew the difficult terrain better than any
enemy and the totalitarian powers realized that the eventual conquest would
be costly. Besides, the soldiers and weapons of the Axis were needed on the
other, more important fronts. Let's not forget another significant factor. The
Europeans have a strong historical sense. Any modem event had to be
connected with the past, with the events which happened maybe one hundred
or six hundred years ago. Or two millennia ago. Any new political trend or
theory had to be explained in historical terms. For centuries the Swiss were
known as the best soldiers of Europe. They fought victoriously great powers
and who knows? Perhaps they could do that again. A hard nut to crack for the
eventual attackers, and a splendid tradition to remember and lean upon for the
Swiss.
In the second part of the book we find two especially interesting chapters.
The first is "Between Hammer and Anvil" by Heinz K. Meier. The author
shows how the Swiss government bad to balance the demands of the Axis
which could starve Switzerland by withholding its exports of foodstuffs,
energy and raw materials and the demands of the Allies who wanted to cut off
any material help from Hitler's Germany. Another very interesting chapter,
written by Leo Schelbert, titled "Linking the Hideously-Sundered Nations"
Neutral Switzerland as Protecting Power", tells about wide activities of
Switzerland on behalf of the citizens of the countries at war who found
themselves in difficult (and often death-threatening) situations.
The concept of "Protecting Power", writes Schelbert, is based on a
provision of the Hague Conventions of 1899 and 1907 where the expression
"good offices" was used and later developed and expanded because modem
large-scale wars made that expansion necessary. During the Second World
War many states at war (Germany, Great Britain, Vichy France, Italy, United
States, and Japan) chose Switzerland as Protecting Power. A special division
in the Swiss Department of Foreign Affairs was assigned to coordinate all
those activities. Schelbert enumerates the tasks of Swiss representatives and
their achievements. Let us mention here only financial assistance, worth about
1.5 billions of today's dollars.
The International Committee of the Red Cross (the Swiss organization, a
kind of parent of the International Red Cross) worked hand with hand with the
official Swiss representatives and provided humanitarian assistance to the

that Germany should annex Switzerland. See Antoine Guilland, Modern Germany & Her
Historians (Westport, Connecticut: Greenwood Press, 1970), 11.
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victims of war, as also did the Swiss Red Cross. Schelbert gives many
examples of saving human lives by the Swiss diplomats and members of
charitable organizations. Especially important was the saving oflives the Jews
of Budapest, the last large group of Jews left on the continent after the Nazi
Germans murdered millions of their brothers and sisters.
This story is told extensively in two other books. Dangerous Diplomacy
by Tschuy based on his larger, scholarly study Carl Lutz und die Juden von
Budapest. The version in English aims at the general public and does not have
footnotes or an index. Tschuy tells the story of Carl Lutz, a quiet, patient and
courageous man who helped the people in deadly danger as much as he could.
To understand the way he helped them we have to look at the bureaucratic
Europe of that time.
Europe preserved many remnants of the old, strictly hierarchical society,
among them high respect for the bureaucrats, the inheritors of some powers of
yesterday's aristocracy. Nobody questioned their importance. The diplomats
were a specially elevated group of this class with its own rules and customs.
The importance of bureaucracy was expressed by documents. To have many
documents, printed on heavy and expensive paper, stamped by large stamps
with complex drawing and beautiful lettering, signed by an important official,
made the owner of the document an important person too.
As a boy in prewar Poland I bought a monthly tramway ticket. It was duly
stamped, signed and enclosed in a transparent cover with a small lead seal
hanging from it. A truly bureaucratic ticket... After World War I the newly
independent small countries inherited the bureaucratic labyrinths from the
empires of Austria, Russia and Germany. All three powers had an imposing
bureaucracy and memories of it are alive even today. Hence the great
significance of the paperwork described in the books of Kranzler and Tschuy.
Lutz came to Budapest in 1942 from Palestine where he was to implement
the tasks of Switzerland as a Protecting Power by caring for the Germans
living there. He stayed in Hungary in that capacity with the title Swiss Consul
until the Soviet Army pushed back the German troops and the Soviet
authorities sent the foreign diplomats away. Consul Lutz persuaded the
Hungarian authorities to let at least some Jews emigrate to Palestine. Every
week fifty to hundred mostly young Jews emigrated to Palestine via Romania,
all together about ten thousand of them. Later the Consul negotiated with the
Hungarian government which agreed to let additional 8,000 Jews to emigrate.
But in Hungary lived at that time close to 800.000 Jews.
The reader could ask: why such a comparatively large number? The
answer is simple: because the intolerant medieval countries of West Europe,
chiefly France, England, and Spain first persecuted the Jews and then expelled
them. It is one of great ironies of history: the higher the culture of the West in
the Middle Ages grew, the more intolerant it became. Many expelled Jews
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went East and some of them settled in Poland and Hungary. In fact, the
Renaissance dukedom of Transylvania was an enlightened and perhaps most
tolerant European state of Its time. That could be a surprise for the readers of
Bram Stokers book which paints Transylvania as a dark land of vampires.
Hungary became in the first years of the Second World War a satellite
state of Germany, just as neighboring Romania. Those states were officially
independent but in reality this independence was very limited. Still, the
Hungarian government did not murder Jews, although it restricted their
freedom. That changed in March of 1944 when the Germans pushed aside the
government of the Regent Horthy and installed a new one, more obedient to
them. One of important tasks set by the Nazis for the new government was to
organize the transports of the Jews to Auschwitz where they were gassed.
Officially it was just resettlement. Germans already had murdered almost
three millions of Jews in the death camps and ghettos of occupied Poland and
probably more than one million in the Soviet Union.
Why so many Hungarian Jews stayed passive and let the Germans
organize their transport to the death camps? Let us remember that the
government of the Austrian Empire (which later, in 1867, became the AustroHungarian Empire and Kingdom) was in general friendly to Jews, often
defending them from the attacks of the anti-Semites. The Emperor Franz
Josef, called by some the best friend the Jews ever had, stood firmly by them.
When the people of Vienna chose for their Oberbiirgermeister (mayor) the
anti-Semite Lueger, the Imperial Court tried hard to invalidate their choice.
Many Jews saw in the Germans friends and steady defenders. It happened
more than once that somebody informed the Jews getting ready for the
transport to Auschwitz that they are being sent to their death. Then some of
them would go and ask the SS-men watching them if that was true and then
believed the Germans denying such thing. There was also the old Jewish
tendency, proved right by centuries of history, to keep quiet during the great
historical storms; some Jews will die but the quiet remnant will be saved.
Besides, world opinion respected highly the German culture and its great
achievements. Many people of the United States, even the high officials who
were informed about German crimes, could not believe that the people of
Goethe and Beethoven would commit genocide. Some extremely popular
figures like Charles Lindbergh or Henry Ford showed great sympathy to
Hitler's Germany before the war, accepted German medals and opposed
declaring war against Germany. The cultured Jews from Budapest and other
large cities shared this friendliness to Germany on cultural grounds.
The SS Obersturmbannfahrer (about lieutenant-colonel) Adolf Eichmann
supervised the organization of transports. He was a very smart, energetic man,
endowed with brilliant intelligence and hating the Jews - not at all a simple
obedient underling, as described by Hannah Arendt in her book Eichmann in
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Jerusalem. Despite his bloody past he gained the trust of some influential
Jews who naively thought that they could save some compatriots by
negotiating with him. One of those, Rezso Kasztner, did even show him The
Report of Auschwitz (known also as Auschwitz Protocols), the description of
that camp by two Jewish prisoners who escaped from Auschwitz in April
1944. Eichmann collaborated closely with Edmund Veesenmayer, Hitler's
plenipotentiary in Hungary. The new Hungarian government sent gendarmes
and policemen to run and supervise the transports, since Eichmann had only
150-160 SS-men with him.
There are some questions about the behavior of Hungarians toward the
Jews. After all Eichmann had with him only few SS-men. In conquered
Poland thousands of the SS, Gestapo men, Sicherheitspolizei men and
German Army men were active in killing the Jews or in transporting them to
killing centers. In Hungary the local gendarmes, police and the right-wing
bands of Arrow Cross members did the same thing. Why?
When the Austro-Hungarian Empire was dismembered after the First
World War, the territories inhabited by the other nations, especially Croatians,
Czechs, Slovaks, Ruthenians, and Romanians became independent states or
parts of other states. This was done according to the general principle of
nation states, accepted by the victors in the war. But that left only a little
purely ethnic Hungary. The national mythology of great, powerful Hungary,
the land of the brave and chivalrous people, received a deep wound. The
words "Nern, nem, socha!" (no, no, never!) became a kind of motto for the
people remembering past glories, getting ready for revenge and disliking any
potential enemy.
The Hungarian Jews were disliked by many Hungarians. After a short
interlude of. A Communist-like revolution, led after the First World War by
the Hungarian Jew Bela Kun, many Hungarians came to believe that the Jews
were aiding and abetting the Soviet Union and even that they created
Communism. This belief was combined with another, much older one: the
Jews were enemies of Christianity, incessantly plotting to destroy it. There
was a third factor. Many Jews worked in commerce, both as rich merchants
and generally poor shopkeepers. But merchants and shopkeepers were
disliked or hated in many countries, especially when they belonged to
minorities. Pogroms and mass killings of such people happened in many
countries. Armenians led Turkish commerce and Chinese played the same role
in Malay countries; thousands or even millions of them died at the hands of
local populations. Also the very effective anti-Semitic propaganda of Hitler's
Germany played an important role. Taken together, the dark witches' brew of
anti-Semitism was freely flowing, not only in Hungary, but in quite a few
other countries.
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The first trains with Hungarian Jews came to Auschwitz-Birkenau on May
15, 1944. Five large crematories and many deep ditches in which to bury the
dead waited for them. The last transport came on June 29. According to the
report received by Veesenmayer 381 ,661 Jews, mainly from northern
Hungary, were "resettled", most of them via crematory chimneys.2 Now
Eichmann got ready to make Budapestjudenrein (Jew-free).
Lutz saw the danger, talked to Veesenmayer and Eichmann and came to
the conclusion that soon the Jews of Budapest would go to their death.
Eichmann wanted the addresses of the eight thousands Jews who were
permitted to emigrate, but Lutz did not give them to the Obersturmbannfahrer
Instead, he installed the Jewish Agency for Emigration to Palestine in his
consulate and renamed it the Emigration Department of the Swiss Legation.
Then he gave the Jewish leaders of the new department Swiss passports and
asked young people working there, mostly Chalutzim (Zionist Pioneers), to fill
and distribute the Schutzbriefe (protective letters). A Schutzbrief was an
impressive document with appropriate stamps and signatures, stating that the
owner will emigrate to Palestine and that he is actually under the protection of
Switzerland.
The Consul ordered first eight thousand of them, and then more and more,
since the need was great. At the end of the war there were about 80,000 of
Schutzbriefe; all of them were numbered from 1 to 8,000. The Hungarians
respected them for a time. Lutz exceeded his authority and saved human lives
illegally. He was reprimanded by the Geneva ministry but Maximilian Jaeger,
the Swiss ambassador in Budapest, did not intervene and even encouraged
him. To make the people with protective letters more safe, Lutz extended
Swiss protection first to a large building called Glass House and later to
seventy-two buildings where they relocated. Any time when there was any
problem, the indefatigable Consul was there and tried hard to resolve it,
although he was personally endangered many times.
He could do it because the world woke up and saw the evil done to the
Jews. Kranzler describes in his book how that happened. The situation of the
remnant of Jews in Hungary improved for a short time when Regent Horthy
seized back the power. More diplomats followed the example of Lutz in
saving Jewish lives, notably the Swedish envoy Raoul Wallenberg. The Soviet
troops pushed forward and Romania switched sides on August 23, 1944.
Eichmann came back. He planned new big transports to Auschwitz on August
25, but suddenly the wagons were needed elsewhere because of Romania's
move, and he had to change his plans.

2 Danuta Czech, Kalendarz wydarzen w KL Auschwitz (n. p., Wydawnictwo Panstwowego
Muzeum w Oswiecimiu-Brzezince, 1992), 663-698 .
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On October 15 Germans organized a new putsch and installed a new
government of extreme right-wingers, mainly from the organization Arrow
Cross. But the inexperienced new members of the government fought with
each other and the country became a chaotic ochlocracy. The bands of armed
teenagers, members of Arrow Cross, the Nyilas, roamed the streets, killing
Jews and brutalizing the rest of population. Most Jews were relocated to a
large ghetto. Eichmann, lacking railroad cars, sent large groups of Jews
marching to build defenses around Vienna. Lutz negotiated with the new
government and defended personally the Jews against lawless Nyilas, risking
his life many times. Those were his most heroic days. Then came the
victorious Soviets and ordered all western diplomats out of Hungary. When
Lutz arrived in Switzerland, he met with cold reception. His superiors accused
him of having ignored their instructions, issuing documents without
authorization etc. He was investigated, but the judge understood the situation
and scolded the government for persecuting a good man, deserving high
acclaim for his deeds.
The biography of George Mantello, The Man Who Stopped the Trains to
Auschwitz, has the normal scholarly apparatus (footnotes, index, and
bibliography) but is easy to read. Mantello (he changed his name from
Mandi), a rich man who moved his money and businesses to Switzerland,
could have quietly rested there until the end of war. But he saw personally
what the Nazis did in the conquered countries and perceived the danger to the
Jews while many others were blind to it. He wanted to do something. In 1942
he was appointed first secretary of the El Salvador consulate in Geneva which
appreciated his financial help and advice. That became later very important. In
1942 he organized the influential Swiss Rabbis' Committee but could not
persuade the Jewish organizations in Switzerland to cooperate closely.
The Jews had (and still have) a very large number of religious, political,
social, and communal organizations. Those organizations often fought with
each other and withheld important information from their rivals. Moreover,
there were often bitter fights inside those organizations. The well-known
adage says: Where are two Jews, there are three opinions. A historian with the
soul of an evolutionary biologist would ask: what was the survival advantage
of such divisiveness in the long history of Jewish people? Well, the Jews had
to deal with various groups of people, themselves often divided and fighting
each other. If all the Jews chose to stand together with a group of the future
losers, then the danger of their annihilation would be great. But if there were
Jews on the both sides, then the chance of survival of some of them would be
considerable. Still, that was in the past, and with the coming of Hitler the
situation did change.
But another initiative of Mantello succeeded: he issued (with the
permission of the Salvadoran Consul General) many documents of Salvadoran
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citizenship, nicely printed, stamped and signed and sent them to the Jews in
the countries conquered by Hitler. They were helpful. In first months of 1944
the Jews of Switzerland heard rumors that the Germans were preparing the
mass murder of Hungarian Jews. Mantello asked his friend Manoliu, a
Romanian diplomat, to check the situation in Hungary - a very risky mission.
Manoliu went there and came back June 20 with plenty of information, a
shortened version of Auschwitz Report and some other revealing papers.
Mantello was deeply shocked and decided that the world must be informed
about the mass murder of the Jews. He asked the Hungarian students in
Switzerland to help him. In two days the German, English, French and
Spanish translations of the papers brought by Manoliu were ready. In few
days thousands of copies were printed. Mantello, with the help of the students,
distributed some in Switzerland to all legations, newspapers and Jewish
organizations, and sent others to major Allied figures. Sadly, many people still
persisted in their belief that Germany was slandered, but more and more
others realized how great was the evil done by the Nazis, and loudly protested.
In Switzerland the Protestant church denounced the Nazis. The Swiss
press printed many articles about "the Butchery of Men" and of "Factories to
Murder Human Beings". Many Swiss, indignant at the cautious attitude of
their government organized demonstrations. The rest of the world followed.
Sweden sent a special representative, Raoul Wallenberg, to Hungary. The
Pope wrote a sharp letter to the Regent Horthy. The foreign diplomats in
Hungary issued a statement criticizing its government. Switzerland, under
some pressure from the U.S., officially recognized the validity of thousands of
Salvadoran documents of the Hungarian Jews and extended to their holders
the full protection of Switzerland as Protecting Power. That made the position
of Consul Lutz stronger. The trains to Auschwitz were stopped, although
Adolf Eichmann came back after a short pause and, lacking trains, organized
the deportation of Jews on foot. Mantello, wanted to do more for Hungarian
Jews but his new initiatives did not succeed in the murky era of Arrow Cross
government.
After the war Mantello, was accused of three "crimes": of conducting
illegally business in Switzerland, of distributing Salvadoran documents to the
Jews who were not Salvadorans, and of bringing his son illegally from
Budapest to Switzerland without a Swiss entry visa. He was completely
cleared of wrongdoing but his activities which resulted in survival of
thousands of people went unrecognized. Just as Lutz, he committed an
unforgivable sin (in the eyes of any true bureaucrat): he broke rules and
regulations. Their activities could not be recommended, and the best thing to
do was to forget them. So they were mostly forgotten. But now Tschuy and
Kranzler wrote books about those courageous men and their memory should
not be lost again.
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All three books are well worth reading. They reveal some historical blind
spots and rectify wrong opinions. One thing I am missing in them is a
description of general historical background of the events depicted in the
books. Perhaps the authors assumed that readers know at least most important
facts about Swiss and Hungarian history and about the Holocaust.
Unfortunately this is by no means assured. The authors understandably differ
on some points. Who was really Moshe Krausz, the head of the Emigration
Department? Kranzler sees him as an energetic doer, Tschuy as a bumbling
bureaucrat.
There are some errors which should be corrected in the next editions.
Kranzler speaks about the" ... area of Transylvania called the Siebenbergen, or
the seven mountains" (10). It is really Siebenbiirgen, meaning the seven cities.
The German word "Berg" means mountain, "Burg" a walled city or a castle.
This mistake is easy to make. By the way, a chain of hills in Germany (near
the city of Bonn) is called Siebengebirge, seven mountains. Siebenbiirgen was
an important district and sometimes its name was used to mean the whole
Transylvania.
Sen. Lieberman cites in his foreword to Kranzler's book the famous words
of pastor Niemoller, putting them in quotation marks:
When Hitler attacked the Jews, I was not a Jew, therefore, I was not
concerned. And when Hitler attacked the Catholics, I was not a
Catholic, and therefore I was not concerned. And when Hitler
attacked the unions and the industrialists, I was not a member of the
unions and I was not concerned. Then, Hitler attacked me and the
Protestant church - and there was nobody left to be concerned.
But Niemoller's statement is usually translated differently as, for instance in
The Holocaust Forty Years After:
In Germany they came first for the Communists, and I didn't speak
up, because I wasn't a Communist. Then they came for the Jews, and I
didn't speak up, because I wasn't a Jew. Then they came for the trade
unions and I didn't speak up, because I wasn't a trade unionist. Then
they came up for the Catholics, and I didn't speak up, because I wasn't
a Catholic. Then they came up for me, and by that time no one was
left to speak up.
Perhaps the senator quoted from memory and the quotation marks were added
later. There are more of such errors but they do not impair the main theses of
the authors. As I said the books are worth reading.
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